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Everything is child abuse 
Alan McKee 
 
Abstract 
In 2008 the Australian Federal Senate held an Inquiry into the Sexualisation of 
Children in the Contemporary Media Environment. I made a submission to this 
Inquiry noting that in public debate about this topic a number of quite distinct issues, 
with distinct aetiologies, were collapsed together. These included: child pornography; 
children being targeted by any form of marketing; young people becoming sexually 
active; sexual abuse of children; raunch culture; protecting children from any 
sexualised material in the media; and body image disorders. I suggested that 
commentators collapsed these issues together because the image of the helpless child 
is a powerful one for critics to challenge undesirable aspects of contemporary culture. 
The result of many different ideological viewpoints all using the same argument – that 
the forms of culture they didn’t like were damaging children – gives the impression 
that there is no element of culture today that isn’t (somebody claims) causing harm to 
children: everything is child abuse. The danger of such discourses is that they draw 
attention away from the real harm that is being caused to children by sexual and other 
forms of maltreatment – which overwhelmingly occur within families, and for reasons 
ignored in these debates. 
 
Introduction: the Senate Inquiry into the Sexualisation of Children in the Media 
In the first half of 2008 the Australian Federal Senate held an Inquiry into the 
Sexualisation of Children in the Contemporary Media Environment. Its terms of 
reference were to: 
a. examine the sources and beneficiaries of premature sexualisation of children 
in the media;  
b. review the evidence on the short- and long-term effects of viewing or buying 
sexualising and objectifying images and products and their influence on 
cognitive functioning, physical and mental health, sexuality, attitudes and 
beliefs; and  
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c. examine strategies to prevent and/or reduce the sexualisation of children in the 
media and the effectiveness of different approaches in ameliorating its effects, 
including the role of school-based sexuality and reproductive health education 
and change in media and advertising regulation such as the Commercial 
Television Industry Code of Practice and the Commercial Radio Codes of 
Practice.  
The putative reason for the Senate Inquiry was the claim by the Australia Institute 
report Corporate Paedophilia (Rush and La Nauze, 2006) that the mainstream 
Australian media contained sexualised images of children.  
I made a submission to the committee. I had, along with two colleagues (Catharine 
Lumby and Kath Albury, the editors of this special issue) recently completed a three-
year, federally-funded research project into the production, content and consumption 
of pornography in Australia (supported under Australian Research Council's 
Discovery Projects funding scheme, project number 0209258). In the course of that 
project we had researched both the extent of the circulation of child pornography and 
the best strategies for reducing such circulation.  
As part of that research we had reviewed the Australian legislation that governs the 
production and circulation of sexualisation images of children. As might be expected, 
there is a comprehensive, nationwide legislative framework which renders illegal the 
production and circulation of such images.  
Under the Federal Criminal Code Act 1995, it is illegal to use a carriage service 
(including the Internet) to distribute or access (s474.19): 
material that depicts a person, or a representation of a person, who is, or appears 
to be, under 18 years of age, and who … is engaged in, or appears to be engaged 
in, a sexual pose, or sexual activity (s472.1). 
Under the Victorian Crimes Act 1958, it is illegal to produce (s68) or possess (s70): 
a film, photograph, publication or computer game that describes or depicts a 
person who is, or appears to be, a minor engaging in sexual activity or depicted 
in an indecent sexual manner or context (s67A). 
Under the New South Wales Crimes Act 1900, it is illegal to: 
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produce material that depicts or describes, in a manner that would in all the 
circumstances cause offence to reasonable persons, a person under (or 
apparently under) the age of 16 years … engaged in sexual activity, or … in a 
sexual context (s91H). 
Under the Western Australian Classification (Publications, Films and Computer 
Games) Enforcement Act 1996, it is illegal to produce, distribute or possess (s60): 
an article that describes or depicts, in a manner that is likely to cause offence to 
a reasonable adult, a person who is, or who looks like, a child under 16 years of 
age (whether the person is engaged in sexual activity or not) (s3). 
Under the Queensland Classification of Publications Act 1991, it is illegal to possess 
(s13), produce (s17) or distribute in any way (s12, 15, 16) any: 
photograph or any other image or material (however produced or reproduced) 
that … depicts or describes in pictorial or other form a person who is, or who 
looks like, a child under 16 years (whether the person is engaged in sexual 
activity or not) in a way that is likely to cause offence to a reasonable adult 
person (s3). 
Under the South Australian Criminal Law Consolidation Act (1935), it is illegal to 
produce, disseminate (s63) or possess (s63A): ‘Material … that … describes or 
depicts a child engaging in sexual activity’ (s62).  
Under the Tasmanian Classification (Publications, Films and Computer Games) 
Enforcement Act 1995, it is illegal to produce (s72), distribute (s73A) or possess 
(s74): 
material that describes or depicts, in a way that a reasonable person would 
regard as being, in all the circumstances, offensive, a person who is or who 
appears to be under the age of 18 years … engaged in sexual activity … or in a 
sexual context (s71). 
Under the Australian Capital Territory Crimes Act 1900 it illegal to produce images 
of a child ‘engaged in an activity of a sexual nature’ (s64). 
Under the Northern Territory Criminal Code Act it is illegal to produce: 
material that depicts, describes or represents, in a manner that is likely to cause 
offence to a reasonable adult, a person who is a child or who appears to be a 
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child… engaging in sexual activity … or in a sexual, offensive or demeaning 
context (s125A). 
Given that this is the case, surely it raises a question. It is illegal in every state and 
territory of Australia for anybody to produce or circulate sexualised images of 
children. Note in particular that the legislation covers not only images of children 
engaged in sexual acts – it also makes illegal the production or circulation of any 
images of children in a ‘sexual pose’, or ‘in a manner that is likely to cause offence to 
a reasonable adult … (whether the person is engaged in sexual activity or not)’. 
Here is surely a serious question which demands an answer. If Rush and La Nauze 
believe that the images they have identified represent children in a sexualised manner, 
then those images are illegal in Australia. Why did they not report the images to the 
police? Why did none of the dozens of public commentators who similarly claimed to 
have found sexualised images of children in the public sphere make such a report? If 
it were found that these images did appear to be sexual to a ‘reasonable adult’ the 
producers of these images would then have been arrested and charged, and these 
images would have been permanently removed from circulation. 
It is my hypothesis that the reason that none of the commentators did this is because 
the claim that children are being sexualised in the media is largely a rhetorical one.  
Underlying this hypothesis is the fact that not only the Corporate Paedophilia report, 
but also public debates in newspapers about the ‘sexualisation of children’ which 
emerged from the report, collapsed together a range of topics which academic 
research would recognise as being quite distinct, and with distinct aetiologies.  
1. that children are being targeted as a market by consumer capitalism (see, for 
example, Adams, quoted in Overington, 2007: 13). 
2. that children in twenty first century Australia are becoming sexual at an earlier 
age than previous generations (Rush and La Nauze, 2006: 41). 
3. that levels of sexual abuse of children in Australia are increasing (‘Most of us, 
2008: B01). 
4. about the ‘raunchy’ sexual behaviour of young adults over the age of consent 
(‘Girls just wanna’, 2008: 20). 
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5. about non-explicit sexualised images of adults in the media that might be seen 
by children (‘Most of us, 2008: B01). 
6. about the fact that post-pubescent adolescents are exploring their sexual 
identities (Critchley, 2007: W09). 
7. about body-image disorders in girls and young women (Bator, 2008: 14). 
8. about the production of sexually explicit images of children (child 
pornography/child abuse materials). 
These topics were collapsed together under the rubric of ‘sexualisation of children’. 
They could all be presented as being porous, so commentators could slip from one to 
the other as though they were the same thing, with any of them being either a cause or 
an effect – girls are buying into raunch culture (4) because there is too much sex in 
the media (5). Or girls are becoming anorexic (7) because of raunch culture (4). Or 
more children are being abused (3) because they are becoming sexual too early (2). Or 
children are becoming sexual too early (2) because of too much sex in the media (5).  
Academic research would recognise each of these topics as distinct, and as having 
quite a distinct aetiology. Why was it that they were being collapsed together under 
the rubric of ‘sexualisation of children’? In terms of attempting to ameliorate any 
individual problem, such a move isn’t useful – it obscures the causes that research has 
identified for each of the individual issues. What utility is there for these 
commentators in bringing these topics under the single rubric - ‘sexualisation of 
children’? 
I would propose that the reason is the power of that phrase. For in advanced Western 
democracies, children carry on their backs a heavy weight of non-liberal social 
interventions.  
 
The burden on children 
Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe have proposed that the history of popular suffrage 
in Western countries can be explained through the functioning of the ‘logic of 
equivalence’ (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 154): 
there is no relation of oppression without the presence of a discursive “exterior” from 
which the discourse of subordination can be interrupted … it is only from the moment 
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when the democratic discourse becomes available to articulate the different forms of 
resistance to subordination that the conditions will exist to make possible the struggle 
against different types of inequality (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 154) 
Or, to put it another way – when one group in society (say, working class men) get a 
democratic right (such as the right to vote), other groups (women, for example) see 
this and say – Why can’t we have that? It gives people ideas. 
John Hartley has taken this idea and applied it to an analysis of the contemporary 
Western public sphere, arguing that the logic of equivalence has: 
rippled its way through the semiosphere … taking popularity sovereignty from its 
earliest site – adult, urban males – eventually to classes of people hardly regarded as 
human at that time, never mind citizens, starting with women, and moving on from 
there through the ethnic and colonial populations until it came to children, where it is 
still stuck fast (Hartley, 1999: 53). 
Hartley’s point, it seems to me, explains a lot about the way that contemporary 
journalism and politics about social issues works in Western countriesi.  
I would propose that the recent political climate in Western countries has tended 
towards liberal politics. This means that in theory – and in many public 
pronouncements by politicians of all ‘mainstream’ political parties – there is an 
assumption that citizens should be judged as competent to make their own decisions 
about their lives.  
In practice, however, even the most liberal of politicians tend to retain a strong desire 
to control the behaviour of populations (and in fact it may be right-wing politicians 
who exhibit this desire most strongly – Thatcher, Reagan, Bush, Howard). But this 
raises a rhetorical problem. If your political rhetoric is based on government not 
interfering with the choices of the individual, then how can you effectively mount an 
argument for just such interference? 
Before the logic of democratic equivalence spread so far, it was relatively easy to 
make such arguments. Large swathes of the population could be controlled without 
contradicting a liberal philosophy because they remained outside of the democratic 
polity. The working classes, women, Indigenous people – governments could quite 
easily argue for legislation (which of course these groups could not vote on), which 
would control their behaviour – usually in the name of ‘Protecting’ them from 
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themselves (as in Australia’s “Aboriginal Protection” Acts). They could not look after 
themselves. They were helpless. They must be protected from themselves. 
But as the logic of democratic equivalence has progressed, and these groups have 
increasingly been recognised as citizens, granted suffrage, and made into functional 
citizens of liberal democracies, a problem has arisen for rhetorical strategies of 
control. It is no longer easy simply to pass laws targeting these groups – because they 
now have, at least embryonically, a place in the polity and in the public debate about 
these issues. 
It is at this point that I think we reach at least part of the explanation for why 
discussions about ‘the sexualisation of children’ are so widespread, and why they 
draw in such a range of issues whose aetiologies have little in common. Children have 
remained outside of citizenship. They are the one group who, politically, we can still 
lay a claim to ‘protect’. They are the one group still seen to be helpless. Of course, 
this isn’t simply natural biology. In several African nations, children as young as ten 
have proved perfectly capable of acting as soldiers. We know that children aren’t 
naturally incapable of looking after themselves. But we think that ideally they should 
be incapable of looking after themselves – that we should ‘let children be children’.  
This means that any public argument for government interference in the behaviour of 
citizens can immediately gain rhetorical force by claiming that we have to interfere in 
order to protect children (Brennan, 2001). We  have seen examples of a wide range of 
policies defended in just this way. My own personal favourite (in its sheer extremity) 
was John Howard’s explanation in 2003 of why he was opposing gay marriage. One 
would have thought that, in a liberal democracy, deciding whom citizens can marry is 
precisely the kind of thing that governments should avoid. It should be difficult for a 
member of a Liberal party to explain why they wish to pass legislation that is – 
literally – illiberal (‘Not generous in respect of the opinions, rights, or liberty of 
others’ – OED). But by invoking the helpless children, the chain of reasoning can be 
constructed: 
Marriage as we understand it in our society is about children, having children, raising 
them, providing for the survival of the species. And I think if the same status is given in 
our society to gay unions as are given to traditional marriage we will weaken that 
bedrock institution (Howard, in ABC, 2003)  
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And so we see the standard steps in the syllogism – X is about children; we must 
protect children; therefore we must do/not do X. This series of steps can be used to 
argue for any position – even directly contradictory positions. For example, you can 
use it to argue that homosexuals should be denied accees to IVF (MacDonald, 2000); 
or, using exactly the same steps, to argue that homosexuals should have the right to 
access IVF (Deakin, 1997). It can be used to argue for traditionally left-wing 
concerns, such as arguing for greater awareness about global warming (Courier Mail, 
2008); or for right-wing positions, such as calling for censorship of the Internet (Nasr, 
2008). It can be used for pretty much any position you care to name.  
Everything, it seems, is child abuse - according to somebody.  
It is therefore no surprise that the Howard government’s 2007 Intervention into the 
Northern Territory, which removed from Indigenous Territorians several of the rights 
that other Australians take for granted, was not done – this time - in the name of 
protecting Aborigines from themselves. That would have been acceptable a hundred 
years ago, but my sense is that it cannot so easily be done in the twenty first century. 
Rather, it was done in the name of ‘little children’, who ‘are sacred’ (Northern 
Territory Board of Inquiry into the Protection of Aboriginal Children From Sexual 
Abuse). The removal of each right from Indigenous people in the Territory was 
explicitly done in the name of protecting children.  
 
Conclusion: Clay pigeon shooting 
And so it is no surprise that in the Corporate Paedophilia report, the Senate Inquiry, 
and the public debate about these issues, the generalised rhetoric of protecting 
children was used to cover an umbrella coalition of people worried about quite 
distinct issues, and wanting quite different outcomes. For people who want to control 
what can be seen in the media; for people who are unhappy about ‘raunchy’, ‘tarty’ 
(that is, working class) sexual behaviour; for people who disapprove of a move to a 
more permissive society; for people who are unhappy about our culture having 
standards of physical beauty – for all of these people, the most powerful way in which 
such arguments can reasonably be mounted in an advanced liberal democratic society 
is by calling on the image of the helpless child.  
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In my report I went through each of the eight separate arguments I had identified in 
the report and in public discussions, briefly addressing concerns in that area. Given 
the sheer range of topics being canvassed by commentators it was not possible to do 
more than gesture towards each one. It felt less like rational argument, and more like 
clay pigeon shooting. Every time I started to engage with an argument, it would 
vanish and another one would pop up from a different direction, demanding different 
forms of evidence and argumentation (you can read my comments on the issues in my 
submission – McKee, 2008). But looking back now, I’m ambivalent about having 
done this. I worry that, in a way, in responding to these scattergun attacks about 
‘sexualisation of children in the media’ I became as much part of the problem as those 
commentators who were making the claims.  
By this I mean that I it is more useful to see these claims as the rhetorical strategies 
they are, and refuse to try to engage in rational dialogue with them. That 
misunderstands their status. The arguments put forward are, I would suggest, less 
interested in the protection of children than they are in using the figure of the helpless 
child to advance a particular political agenda. As I have insisted throughout this 
paper, a number of issues with quite distinct aetiologies were collapsed together under 
the heading ‘sexualisation of children’. In many cases this meant removing the focus 
from – indeed, showing a hostility to – research into the specific aetiologies of each 
area. Perhaps I should simply have ignored these claims and instead insisted that the 
Senate Committee should be paying attention to the real problems of child abuse. In 
the multiplying list of issues that were dragged in under the heading of ‘sexualisation 
of children’, there was no attention to the issues that research demonstrates are the 
key problems in Australia. Child sexual abuse may be decreasing (Dunne et al, 2003), 
but it remains a real problem. Up to 10% of girls and up to 5% of boys in ‘high 
income countries’ (Australia, New Zealand, Canada and the USA) experience 
penetrative sexual abuse during their childhood (Gilbert et al, 2008: 9). The research 
shows that they are not being sexually abused by strangers, turned on by watching 
Video Hits. They are being sexually abused by members of their own families (55% 
of child sexual abuse cases in the USA in 2006 were committed by a parent or other 
relative; and an even higher percentage was committed by an acquaintance or 
authority figure already known to the child – Gilbert et al, 2008: 8).  
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Research has identified a number of clear predictors for child sexual abuse. Girls are 
abused more than boys. Children with disabilities are abused much more than children 
without disabilities. Children in institutional care have a massively increased chance 
of being abused (Gilbert et al, 2008: 10, 11). A cluster of problems for parents are 
related to abusive behaviour, including ‘poverty, mental-health problems, low 
educational achievement, alcohol and drug misuse, and exposure to maltreatment as a 
child’ (Gilbert et al, 2008: 11).  
Researchers in the area of child maltreatment prevention have not identified the 
existence of Video Hits or Total Girl magazine as contributing factors to child sexual 
abuse. Indeed, they would reject such claims as frivolous. For those people who have 
to deal with the reality of child abuse, the idea of using the image of the helpless child 
as simply part of a chain of argument in order to try to convince a government to 
change public policy about something the commentator doesn’t like might seem, at 
the very least tasteless. Rush and La Nauze claim that: 
The metaphor of corporate paedophilia … draws on a parallel between actual 
paedophilia … and corporate use of children for the financial benefit of adults (2006: 1) 
Their metaphor suggests that any marketing of products to children is just as bad as 
sexually abusing them. For anybody who has read the stories associated with child 
maltreatment, who has some sense of the reality of the atrocities that are being 
committed against children, the argument that a child seeing an advert for junk food is 
just as bad as being sexually abused by a parent seems to go to a level of bad taste that 
is obscene in itself.  
Perhaps this is the real scandal in contemporary Australia. Perhaps this is what we 
should have a Senate Inquiry about.  
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Notes 
                                                 
i I should note here that the next section works at a level of generalisation that may be 
unpalatable for some readers of this piece. I am fully aware that the political systems 
of individual states can be explained in terms of difference as much as they can in 
terms of similarity. Nevertheless, I would like to take the risk of hypothesising a 
general tendency across a number of countries – if only so that readers can test their 
own experiences against it. 
 
